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Although taxonomic classifications have been an important strand of information organisation and 
ƌĞƚƌŝĞǀĂů ĨŽƌ ǇĞĂƌƐ ? ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ  ?ƚĂǆŽŶŽŵǇ ? ŚĂƐ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ŽŵŶŝƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ŝŶ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ?
computer and library science literature over the past decade.  Writing in 2000, Alan Gilchrist noted 
the sudden rise of corporate taxonomies as a response to issues of information overload and the need 
to better organise corporate digital information assets (Gilchrist, 2001).  Indeed, author of The 
accidental taxonomist, ,ĞĂƚŚĞƌ,ĞĚĚĞŶ ?ĐŚĂƌƚƐƚŚĞƌŝƐĞŽĨƚŚĞ ?ƚĂǆŽŶŽŵǇ ?ďƵǌǌǁŽƌĚŝŶŚĂƉƚĞƌŽŶĞ ?
noting the exponential growth in literature on the aforementioned topic from 2000 onwards, with a 
huge spike in 2005.  Interest in taxonomies remains high in 2010, although the choice of buzzword 
may have diversified to include folksonomies, ontologies, information architecture, and so forth.   
 
Whilst taxonomies (and controlled vocabularies generally) continue to be deployed within digital 
libraries, information services and digital repositories, the principal growth area since 2000 has been 
within enterprise content management (ECM).  It is ECM  W and its variants  W which has fuelled interest 
in taxonomies and it is ECM that, in a way, provides the motivation behind The accidental taxonomist.  
/Ŷ ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ ƚǁŽ  ? ?tŚŽ ĂƌĞ ƚĂǆŽŶŽŵŝƐƚƐ ? ? ? ? ,ĞĚĚĞŶ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĞŵĞƌŐĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ  ?ĂĐĐŝĚĞŶƚĂů
ƚĂǆŽŶŽŵŝƐƚ ? ?ƚŚĞ/dƐǇƐƚĞŵƐŽĨĨŝĐĞƌǁŚŽƉƌĞƐŝĚĞƐŽǀĞƌĂŶĞŶƚĞƌƉƌŝƐĞĐŽŶƚĞŶƚŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚƐǇƐƚĞŵďƵƚ
suddenly finds themselves appointed to create and implement an enterprise wide taxonomy, or the 
data entry clerk that is picked to create terms for a taxonomy because no one else more qualified was 
available.  This sort of scenario might sound implausible, but it is one which appears to be borne out 
ďǇ ,ĞĚĚĞŶ ?s own research (published as an appendix in the book).  Her survey of practicing 
taxonomists in late 2008 found only 48% to have a formal qualification in information science or library 
science.  It is also interesting to note that Hedden has accrued almost 15 years experience in controlled 
vocabulary management and thesaurus construction (Hedden, 2010), but she is herself an accidental 
taxonomist having started her career as a writer. 
 
With the agenda of the book encapsulated in its title, the book seeks to provide coal face guidance for 
practicing and novice taxonomists.  The opening chapter delineates taxonomies and provides an 
ŽǀĞƌǀŝĞǁŽĨƚŚĞŝƌƌŽůĞŝŶŝŶĚĞǆŝŶŐĂŶĚŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶƌĞƚƌŝĞǀĂů ?/ƚŝƐǁŽƌƚŚŶŽƚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚ,ĞĚĚĞŶ ?ƐĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ
of taxonomy is extremely holistic, encompassing not just taxonomies as they are generally 
understood, but also other knowledge organisation systems (KOS) (e.g. thesauri, subject heading lists, 
etc.).  After a chapter dedicated to outlining the competencies required to become a taxonomist, 
Hedden provides chapters on term identification and creation (Chapter 3) and between term 
relationships (Chapter 4).  Chapters pertaining to taxonomic structures (e.g. hierarchies, facets, etc.) 
and taxonomy interface and display issues are interrupted by chapters on taxonomy management 
software, manual indexing and automatic indexing which - ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŽ,ĞĚĚĞŶ ?ƐŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ- was 
ĂŶĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƚŽŵŽǀĞƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ “ǁŚĂƚǇŽƵŶĞĞĚƚŽŬŶŽǁ ? ? ?ŝŶŽƌĚĞƌŽĨŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ? ?Ɖ ?ǆǆǀŝŝ ? ?ŚĂƉƚĞƌƐ
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eleven and twelve provide useful guidance on taxonomy project planning, management, 
implementation and evolution.  This also encompasses guidance on taxonomy interoperability, 
including discussion of eXtensible Markup Language (XML), applications of XML (i.e. Zthes) and the 
Resource Description Framework (RDF).  The final chapter surveys the taxonomy profession and the 
nature of the job opportunities available. 
 
Although the book provides wide and detailed coverage of many topics germane to controlled 
vocabularies, it is perhaps weakest in its treatment of interoperability issues, technical formats and 
RDF.  In fact, on this latter topic, a mere three paragraphs are provided, with only a brief mention of 
the Simple Knowledge Organisation System (SKOS) and the Web Ontology Language (OWL) provided.  
ECM may have driven the creation of taxonomies over the past decade; but it is the Semantic Web 
which will drive their creation into the next decade.  Nobody is expecting an authoritative guide to 
Semantic Web technologies, but such light treatment is a little perplexing.  In the opening and closing 
chapters, Hedden makes a series of curious remarks which are also worthy of comment.  The following 
is indicative: 
 
 “dŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ŶŽ ƵŶĚĞƌŐƌĂĚƵĂƚĞ ŵĂũŽƌ Žƌ ŐƌĂĚƵĂƚĞ ĚĞŐƌĞĞ ŝŶ ƚĂǆŽŶŽŵǇ ĂŶĚ no department, 
program, concentration, or certificate in the field.  Thus, people do not choose to be 
taxonomists when they decide what they want to study.  Furthermore, the majority of 
graduate schools and programs of information science, or library and information science, do 
not have even a single course devoted to creating taxonomies (although it is often a topic 
ǁŝƚŚŝŶĂĐŽƵƌƐĞ ? ? ? ?Ɖ ?ǆǆŝǀ ? 
 
dĂǆŽŶŽŵǇ ĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ŵĂǇ ŶŽƚ ĞǆŝƐƚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ  ?ƚĂǆŽŶŽŵǇ ? ŵĂǇ ŶŽƚ ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞ ŝŶ ŵŽĚƵůĞ ƚŝƚůĞƐ ? ďƵƚ
controlled vocabularies and their construction is an integral component of any graduate programme 
on information science or librarianship.  Certainly, within the UK such topics are often subsumed by 
modules on information retrieval, knowledge organisation, classification and indexing, and so forth.  
tŝƚŚŝŶŵǇĚĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ ?ƐƵĐŚ ƚŽƉŝĐƐĂƌĞŐŝǀĞŶĚĞƚĂŝůĞĚ ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ  ?ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ĂŶĚ
 ?ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶĂƌĐŚŝƚĞĐƚƵƌĞ ? ? ,ĞĚĚĞŶĂƉƉĞĂƌƐƚŽĂĚǀŽĐĂƚĞĚĞĚŝĐĂƚĞĚƚĂǆŽŶŽŵŝƐƚƋƵĂůŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐďƵƚ ŝƚ
unclear how useful this would be in practice.  Information scientists tend to have a suite of skills that 
can be deployed in a variety of information scenarios, and for good reason.  These skills can be 
ĐŽŵďŝŶĞĚƚŽƐŽůǀĞƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶƉƌŽďůĞŵƐĂŶĚŝƚƐĞĞŵƐƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƚŽƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŽŶĞ ?s skill set in 
these uncertain economic times by enslaving oneself to taxonomy.  This is by no means a slight on the 
book or the author but rather a passing observation. 
 
The accidental taxonomist is highly accessible and is particularly well suited to the novice taxonomist.  
,ĞĚĚĞŶ ?Ɛ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ƐƚǇůĞ ŝƐ ĞĂƐǇ ŐŽŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƐ ĨŽƌ ďĞŐŝŶŶĞƌƐ ? ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚĂǆŽŶŽŵŝĐ ?
partonomic and instantive relationships, are capably deconstructed using numerous annotated 
examples.  She makes reference to prevailing national and international standards where appropriate 
too, but thankfully stops short of bombarding the reader with the associated technical intricacies by 
ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚŝƐŝŶŐƚŚŝŶŐƐƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞƚŽƚŚĞďŽŽŬ ?ƐŝŶƚĞŶĚĞĚĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ?^ĐƌĞĞŶĚƵŵƉƐĂŶĚĚŝĂŐƌĂŵƐĂůƐŽŚĞůƉƚŽ
mĂŬĞ,ĞĚĚĞŶ ?ƐĐŽǀĞƌĂŐĞŽĨƚĂǆŽŶŽŵǇŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚƐŽĨƚǁĂƌĞĂŶĚŝŶƚĞƌĨĂĐĞĚĞƐŝŐŶƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇƐƚƌŽŶŐ ?
dŚĞďŽŽŬŝŶĐůƵĚĞƐĂŶĂƉƉĞŶĚŝǆĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚŝŶŐƚŚĞĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐŽĨ,ĞĚĚĞŶ ?ƐƚĂǆŽŶŽŵŝƐƚƐƵƌǀĞǇ ?ĂƐǁĞůůĂƐ
appendices for further reading, useful websites and a glossary.  A highly detailed index is included, 
ŵĂŬŝŶŐƚŚĞďŽŽŬĞǆƚƌĞŵĞůǇƵƐĞĨƵůĂƐĂƉƌĂĐƚŝƚŝŽŶĞƌ ?ƐƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞŵĂŶƵĂů ? 
 
The accidental taxonomist manages to cover a wide range of controlled vocabulary topics at an 
intermediate level successfully.  Let us be clear though, The accidental taxonomist is not for the 
experienced practitioner; rather, it is  W as the title suggests  W for someone that finds themselves 
constructing controlled vocabularies by accident, or someone who is relatively new to the topic area.  
^ƚƵĚĞŶƚƐĂƚŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶƐƚƵĚŝĞƐĚĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚƐƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚŽǀĞƌǁŝůůĚŽƵďƚůĞƐƐĨŝŶĚ,ĞĚĚĞŶ ?ƐĂĐĐĞƐƐŝďůĞ
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writing style and well selected examples refreshing too.  Still, hardened professionals may find its 
coverage of taxonomy project management makes it useful as a reference book or as an emergency 
refresher text.  In some ways The accidental taxonomist does itself a disservice by conflating a variety 
ŽĨĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ<K^ƵŶĚĞƌƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ?ƚĂǆŽŶŽŵǇ ? ?dŚĞďŽŽŬŝƐĨĂƌŵŽƌĞƚŚĂŶũƵƐƚƚĂǆŽŶŽŵǇ ?/ŶĚĞĞĚ ?ŝƚƐ
title is such that readers interested in, say, thesauri will not necessarily consider it a worthwhile 
ƉƵƌĐŚĂƐĞ ƵŶůĞƐƐ ƚŚĞǇ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŝƚƐ ĐŽŶƚĞŶƚƐ ĐůŽƐĞůǇ ?  dŚŝƐ ƚƌĂŐĞĚǇ ŝƐ ĂůŵŽƐƚ ŝƌŽŶŝĐĂů ŐŝǀĞŶ ƚŚĞ ďŽŽŬ ?Ɛ
intellectual content and could easily have been obviated had an edifying strap line been included.   
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